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Recently leafing through Mike Riddell’s book ‘Threshold of the Future’, I rediscovered this parable about a 

flock of geese refusing to live the true DNA of a goose and instead living in the ‘security’ and confines of a 

barnyard. For me it is reminiscent of the mentality of many people in churches where they seem to want only to 

hold to the security and safety of the known and what they perceive to be, the only ‘right’ beliefs. Only those 

who adhere to the ‘right’ beliefs truly belong and are allowed membership. All done in the defence of the true 

God of course! A guard against a watering down of the true faith or heaven forbid anything that might have a 

life of its own.  

 

Imagine an expression of ‘church’ that set its people free to fly, that encouraged exploration of and engagement 

with any forms of spirituality that gave life. The kind of ‘life’ and energy I am talking about leads to creativity, 

to connecting more deeply with God and the world in which we live and brings with it a deep compassion for 

others. If the church believes God is God why does it not trust the things of God to hold true in whatever milieu 

they are found? Why is it so concerned that it holds the walls around a way of believing and doing church that 

no longer seems to work for increasing numbers of people? Why has it become so exclusive in who is OK to be 

in and who it wants to keep out? I’m reminded of the words of a song by Nichole Nordeman : “Oh the days 

when I drew lines around my faith, to keep you out, to keep me in, to keep things safe. Oh, the sense of my own 

self-entitlement, to say who’s wrong and won’t belong and cannot stay”. 

 

Many of the Spirited Exchanges network are questioning this response and some have suffered under some of 

its more strident and authoritarian forms. They will eventually leave and take their gifts and energy with them…. 

or spiritually die. I’d like to think the DNA of God within us is stronger and will not be reduced to staying 

behind walls of security despite what at first glance looks to be ‘good’ food being dished up. The whole point as 

I understand it, is that God / Christ / the Holy Spirit is about life and freedom and engagement with others, not 

maintaining the status quo in a religious enclave. 

 

A Parable        

 

A certain flock of geese lived together in a barnyard with great high 

walls around it. Because the corn was good and the barnyard was secure, 

these geese would never take a risk. One day a philosopher goose came 

among them. He was a very good philosopher and every week they listened 

quietly and attentively to his learned discourses. ‘My fellow travellers 

on the way of life,’ he would say, ‘can you seriously imagine that this 

barnyard, with great high walls around it, is all there is to existence? 

 



‘I tell you, there is another and a greater world outside, a world of 

which we are only dimly aware. Our forefathers knew of this outside world. 

For did they not stretch their wings and fly across the trackless wastes 

of desert and ocean, of green valley and wooded hill? But alas, here we 

remain in this barnyard, our wings folded and tucked into our sides, as we 

are content to puddle in the mud, never lifting our eyes to the heavens 

which should be our home.’ 

 

The geese thought this was very fine lecturing. ‘How poetical,’ they 

thought. ‘How profoundly existential. What a flawless summary of the 

mystery of existence.’ Often the philosopher spoke of the advantages of 

flight, calling on the geese to be what they were. After all, they had 

wings, he pointed out. What were wings for, but to fly with? Often he 

reflected on the beauty and the wonder of life outside the barnyard, and 

the freedom of the skies. 

 

And every week the geese were uplifted, inspired, moved by the 

philosopher’s message. They hung on his every word. They devoted hours, 

weeks, months to a thoroughgoing analysis and critical evaluation of his 

doctrines. They produced learned treatises on the ethical and spiritual 

implications of flight. All this they did. But one thing they never did. 

They did not fly! For the corn was good, and the barnyard was secure! 
(Kierkegaard’s parable cited in ‘Threshold of the Future’, Michael Riddell, SPCK 1998, pp70,71) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

God be with those who explore in the 

cause of understanding, whose search 

takes them far from what is familiar 

and comfortable and leads them into 

danger or terrifying loneliness. Let us 
try to understand their sometimes 

strange or difficult ways; their 

confronting or unusual language; the 

uncommon life of their emotions, for 

they have been affected and shaped and 

changed by their struggle at the 
frontiers of a wild darkness, just as we 

may be affected, shaped and changed 

by the insights they bring back to us. 

Bless them with strength and peace.    

Amen 
 

Michael Leunig 

‘When I Talk to You’ 

 

 

 



open dialogue – a space for reader response 
This is your opportunity to express ideas, engage with previous articles or responses, share what you are reading 
or inject a new topic in for discussion. There will be points of view that will be different from your own – if you 
don’t agree share your alternative view with us. Anonymity is protected if preferred. 
 
We ask you to respect the following guidelines:  

o We’re not trying to produce one answer.  
o Anyone is free to share his/her own view even if it seems ‘heretical’ from some people’s perspective. 
o We ask for respect for each person’s opinions. 
o You have the freedom to change your view in future issues. 
o We let God defend God. 

 
Generosity and inclusion 

After reading Peter’s reply to 

the Frank Schaeffer article I 

thought that I needed to  

respond.  There are a number of 

points that I would like to 

support Peter on but feel, as an 

emerging church  practitioner, 

somewhat aggrieved by the 

caricature painted of the 

emerging church.   

 

His letter highlights the 

significant     contribution   that 

Schaeffer has made to many 

people’s faith journeys.  The 

importance of this should never 

be downplayed.  The challenge 

for many is that if our faith 

journey takes us in a different 

direction, how do we maintain a 

positive relationship with that 

which came before?  The first 

response may be to ‘throw the 

baby out with the bathwater’, 

for others the bathwater is 

gradually drained away and for 

some the water is not thrown 

away but simply added to.  

 

I   would   suggest   that  all  are 

legitimate    responses    in    the    

complex     journey     of     faith.             

Throwing the baby out with the 

bathwater is not an easy thing to 

do – for many it shakes them to 

the foundation. Perhaps, rather 

than judging people who do this, 

we should seek to give them the 

tools to reconstruct their 

Christian faith, a Christian faith 

that may look very different to 

our own.  

 

Secondly I want to Peter’s 

comments on the emerging 

church movement:  

 
‘I found little to encourage me 
to believe that it was a 

‘movement’ that was taking 

Biblical truth seriously. Rather 
it seemed to me to be little 

more than a new form of the 
‘theological liberalism’ which 

so drastically undermined the 

Christian faith during the 
twentieth century’.  

 

These two sentences are deeply 

problematic for me on a number 

of levels as they polarise in a 

way that I find particularly 

unhelpful.  They polarise 

between evangelicals and 

liberals, and those who have 

‘the truth’ and those who do not.  

The notion of taking ‘Biblical 

truth seriously’ is vital, but not 

when it is used as a battering 

ram or as a tool to exclude our 

fellow brothers and sisters in 

Christ.   

This polarisation is, I would 

suggest, rooted in a modernist 

approach to the Bible that is 

missiologically at a disjunction 

with the rest of society.  Both 

Evangelicalism and Liberalism 

were responses to the 

enlightenment and as we move 

beyond modernity, it should not 

be surprising that the churches 

that are seeking to engage 

authentically with post-

modernity, do not fit in with 

either a modernist, evangelical 

notion of Biblical truth or a 

liberal, reductionist approach to 

the Bible.  In the emerging 

church we are looking for an 

approach to the Biblical text 

that moves beyond past 

polarisations and offers a 

constructive engagement with 

the Bible that can be both 

Biblically and culturally 

authentic.  Narrative, or post-

liberal, theology is one way in 

which this is happening. The 

conversations are still 

embryonic and I believe hopeful.   

 

I’m looking for generosity and 

inclusion.  Generosity that says: 

‘Even though you’re not like 

me, I recognise that you are 

seeking to be both Biblically 

and culturally authentic’.  

Unfortunately, I often just hear 

judgment and exclusion.  

Judgement that says, ‘You’re 

not Biblically sound’ or ‘You’re 



just a bunch of woolly liberals’. 

This I find hurtful and 

misinformed.  I reach out to 

both evangelicals and liberals,  

because I recognise that, like 

me, they are on a faith journey, 

that their journey is not 

complete and because I believe  

that we all hold different facets 

of the truth we are far richer 

united than divided. 

                                             Ben 

 

  

 
More than one way?

I wanted to respond to Peter 

Armstrongs comments on the 

article by Frank Schaeffer. I 

guess firstly there’s thanks for 

making me think about my 

spiritual journey and those of 

others I’ve met, walked and 

talked with along the way thus 

far.  

 

I think it’s great that Peter has 

evidently gained and 

appreciated so much from 

Francis Shaeffer (Franks father), 

and that it has had a profound 

impact on his spiritual journey. 

To find people who inspire and 

inform ones journey is priceless.  

However, I do not find it 

difficult to imagine why Frank 

might find the evangelical 

expression of faith at the very 

least unhelpful given his 

exposure to its out working in 

the context of the American far-

right political system. That is 

what I think Peter has missed 

when he says he is saddened by 

the fact Frank repudiates (not a 

word Frank used) Evangelical 

piety but also much of the 

evangelical faith he grew up 

with. Peter wonders why it is 

that disillusioned evangelicals 

throw the baby out with the 

bathwater – from which I take 

him to mean, why can’t they 

distinguish between the 

humanity and failings of 

evangelicals and the truth of   

evangelical Christianity.  

      

Might I suggest that possibly 

the only way Frank could retain 

his faith was to seek to continue 

it outside of an evangelical 

expression. My spiritual journey 

and relationship to God is 

intrinsic to my existence as a 

human being – I hope Peter 

would share similar sentiments. 

I’d rather Frank explored 

alternatives to evangelicalism 

(is that a word?) which allowed 

his journey to continue rather 

than end. I might be wrong but 

Peter’s sadness over the 

rejection of evangelicalism 

seems to me to suggest that he 

might view it as the only correct 

or right expression of the 

Christian faith. I disagree – I 

think both God and humans are 

broader and more complex than 

that. For some the evangelical 

expression of faith will be 

fulfilling, appropriate and 

enrich their lives and 

relationship with God – for 

others it will repress, imprison, 

and stifle their spiritual journey 

(and no doubt every shade in 

between). For the latter I’d 

suggest it would be extremely 

unhealthy, if not nigh suicidal 

for their faith to try and journey 

in an evangelical context.  

 

I think we need to allow 

ourselves and others space to 

grow – and if that’s outside the 

box I’m comfortable in – so be 

it, who am I to judge. Jesus was 

pretty good at respecting and 

valuing those outside the 

religious, cultural and social 

boxes of the time – I think I 

would be unwise to do 

otherwise. 

                                          Donia
                                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you to those of you who have been able to join the group of financial supporters of Spirited Exchanges. We have made 

a start towards raising the money needed to fund the work of Spirited Exchanges in the UK 

 

If you have not got around to replying but had intended to can we prompt your memory or if you have only got halfway 

through the process and not yet filled in the form to be posted off to Stewardship… 

 

If you would like further details please contact me at: jimcbarker@googlemail.com  

 

We are also looking to host a number of evenings around the UK throughout the year to share the vision and invite people to 

become supporters. If you would be able to host an evening in your area please let Jenny know as we would love to do that. 

 
Jim Barker 

(On behalf of the Spirited Exchanges steering committee) 

 



 
 

 

 

 Re-enchanting Christianity 

  
 by Dave Tomlinson  
 Canterbury Press Norwich  2008 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Right at the outset, I want to declare my hand - 
I’m a fan of Dave Tomlinson’s books and writings.  
I can still remember my excitement and ‘A-ha’ 
moments when I read his famous book “The 
Post-Evangelical” back in the mid-1990’s.  This 
book chimed so much, as it did with many from 
evangelical stables who were becoming 
increasingly dissatisfied with the ‘black and white’ 
certainties within evangelicalism and its tendency 
to provide somewhat simplistic answers to 
complex questions about modern life and 
meaning. 
 
Notwithstanding my warm appreciation of ‘The 
Post-Evangelical’, one criticism I had was that 
this book raised lots of questions but did not 
provide many solutions.  So, a few months ago, 
when I read “Re-enchanting Christianity” a 
question lurking in the back of my mind was ‘Has 
Dave Tomlinson found some meaningful and 
sustainable “answers” to the questions that he 
poses in his famous and somewhat controversial 
book?’  
 
The answer is yes! This book points us to the 
development of Dave Tomlinson’s theology over 
the last 15 years and offers hope for the 
nourishment of the spiritual life and the relevance 
of faith in the 21st century. 
 
A very brief bio on Dave Tomlinson.  He is 
English and was brought up in the Brethren.  In 
the 1970’s as a teenager, he was attracted by 
the charismatic movement, which was sweeping 
across the UK and ultimately became a leader in 
the ‘house church’ movement. He then became 
disillusioned with some aspects of this part of the 
church   and   joined   the   Anglican  Church  and  
 

 
eventually became a Vicar. He is well known for 
the  creation  of  ‘Holy  Joe’s’,  doing  church  and 
leading discussions in a pub. He is currently Vicar 
of   St   Luke’s   in    West    Holloway,    London. 
 
When I read a book like this, I’m always curious 
to know what books the author has been reading.  
The authors, he has referred to and quoted 
within “Re-enchanting Christianity” include James 
Fowler, Madeleine L’Engle, Paul Ricoeur, 
Frederick Buechner, Thomas Merton, Marcus Borg, 
Walter Brueggemann, C.S. Lewis, Jurgen 
Moltmann, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Walter Wink, 
Keith Ward and Hans Kung. A fine motley crew. I 
suspect that for some within the conservative 
part of the evangelical church some of these 
more liberal writers will give this book a black 
mark even before it is read! I noted the way in 
which he used the quotes - he was not just 
pasting them in to back up his arguments. He 
seemed to know these authors’ writings well and 
I think has reflected long and hard on the 
insights they bring. 
 
What is the basic thrust of the book?  It is aimed 
(I think) at the evangelical Christian and it 
suggests that evangelicalism has become insular 
and culturally trapped.  It seeks to show 
Christians how they can connect their faith with 
other aspects of their life and experience in the 
21st century.  To quote from the early part of the 
book: “The gap between critical approaches to 

Christianity and the simplistic spirituality 

promoted in lots of churches lies at the heart of 

so much disillusionment with Christianity today. 

Many long for an expression of the Christian faith 

that reconciles heart and head, that offers a 

positive, engaging spirituality which is also 

committed to grappling honestly with difficult and 

Book Review 



painful questions, and which longs to make the 

world a better place. Is re-enchantment with 

Christianity possible? Having deconstructed our 

simplistic notions of faith, having committed 

ourselves to the critical path and seen behind the 

'mask', can we discover a second innocence? I 

believe so. However, this re-enchantment is not a 

return to credulity, a recapturing of some 

previous enchantment with Christianity. Rather, 

it is the realization that, when the processes of 

doubt and deconstruction have run their course, 

a deeper mystery still waits to be explored and 

encountered.” 

 
The overarching theme of the book is ‘re-
enchantment’ and this is informed by the writings 
of the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur who died 
in 2005.  He grew up in a devout Christian 
(Protestant) home in France and spent his life 
trying to understand how we interpret the texts 
and symbols of Christianity. Ricoeur suggests a 
3-stage process: 
 

- Naïve, literal acceptance 
- Critical stage sometimes leading to 

disenchantment  
- Post critical - and new understanding of 

the truths described as a second naïveté 
(Dave Tomlinson calls this a re-
enchantment) 

 
There is a warm enthusiasm in this book around 
the concept of re-enchantment - I sense a 
pastor’s heart who has spent many hours in 
discussion with Christians, half-believers and 
agnostics who are disillusioned with simplistic 
answers which no longer work.  As a Christian in 
this category, I have noted that once I started to 
absorb doubts and questions into my once 
unexamined faith, scepticism (and maybe 
cynicism) subtly creep in.  Many in this situation 
either leave the church at this point or bury their 
nagging doubts and questions. Tomlinson’s book 
is suggesting another way.  To quote from the 
book again: “ Vibrant faith and spirituality can be 

rediscovered only by entering the matrix of 

interpretation, by grappling with the paradoxes of 

an ancient tradition and by engaging  

imaginatively with contemporary insights and 

understanding” 

 
The book flows out of a series of talks that the 
author gave at his church in London. Essentially 
Dave Tomlinson re-interprets or reframes for use 
in the 21st century a whole range of theological 
issues that will be familiar to anyone who has 
experience of the church: 
 

- The Bible  
- Jesus Christ 
- The atonement and the meaning of 

Christ’s death 
- The resurrection 
- The Holy Spirit 
- Hell 
- Mystery 
- Prayer 
- Other religions and the wideness of 

salvation 
- Mission in a post modern culture 

 
It is beyond the scope of this review to expand 
on any of these well-trodden Christian themes – I 
suggest you read the book and find out what this 
author has to say! Suffice to say that Dave 
Tomlinson is VERY honest and has clearly 
reflected hard and long on these issues and read 
widely around them. He tries hard to both 
connect to the ‘originating sources’ of the 
Christian faith but also interpret these issues in 
ways that are relevant to the 21st century – 
essentially so that they make some kind of 
meaningful sense. 
 
If this book had been written 30 years ago, it 
would have been simply dismissed by 
evangelicals as a liberal reframing of the 
Christian faith – a little like the response to 
Bishop Robinson’s “Honest to God”. My own view 
is that such a dismissal misses the deep 
reflection that this author has done on how to 
make faith honest, relevant and passionate for 
21st century people who care about religious 
belief and think that it is an integral part of our 
humanity.                              Brett    Jan 2009 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you would like to contribute an article, suggest a topic for discussion, comment about the newsletter or come off the mailing list 
please write to the Editor: Jenny McIntosh at 244 Iffley Rd, Oxford, OX4 1SE or email:   Jenny  jennymac50@gmail.com 
Website: www.spiritedexchanges.org.uk or www.spiritedexchanges.org.nz   

 


